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THE MALIGNED AND MISUNDERSTOOD NORTH
AMERICAN BADGER

Dr. Richard Lampe
Department of Biology
Buena Vista College
Storm Lake, Iowa 50588
The common though highly elusive North American badger is seldom
seen and often misunderstood. When badgers are encountered by man,
the experience is frequently startling to both parties. Impressions
based on such limited and stress-filled information are biased. For
example, it is widely believed that this member of the family Mustelidae
(which also includes skunks, otters and weasels) is vicious, mean and
aggressive. However, personal experience with badgers gained from
studies over the past 10 years indicates that, although quite capable of
defending themselves , badgers are shy, secretive and good bluffers.

North American Badger ( Taxidea taxus)

What often is mistaken for viciousness is the extremely effective use
of intimidation. This involves erection oflong guard hairs along the side
of the body, vocalization during inhalation and exhalation accentuated
by explosive hissing, and a three or four-step false charge when an
opponent approaches too closely. In addition, the badger may assume a
posture in which the chin is on or near the ground and the flanks and tail
are held high. Through such behavior, the badger looks much bigger
than it is and the adversary's attention is constantly being focused on
the teeth and jaws of the badger. This coupling of behavior and morphology has provided the badger with a means of thwarting fights with
all but the most naive opponents.
The North American badger presently occurs as a single species with
four subspecies (Long, 1972). Its range includes an area from Ohio
westward to eastern Washington and from the prairies of southern
Saskatchewan southward to central Mexico. Within this vast expanse,
Taxidea taxus may be found on desert floors (Schimdly, 1977) or high
mountain passes (Grinnel et al., 1937). However, the preferred habitat
is grassland.
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Diet is composed primarily of a variety of burrowing or burrow-using
rodents. Of 37 mammalian species recorded as prey of badgers, 18 are
fossorial or semi-fossorial (Lampe, 1976). Organisms such as grasshoppers, snakes, fish, frogs and ground-nesting birds are eaten occasionally. Badgers seem to relish bees and honey and have been noted as
pests in Californian apiaries (Grinnell et al., 1937). In Minnesota
(Lampe, 1976) and Iowa (Snead and Henrickson, 1945) badgers frequently dig up ground-dwelling bees and wasps. Bees commonly build
their nests in abandoned badger excavations, thus adding another dimension to this predator-prey relationship and providing material for an
intriguing study.
In Iowa, badgers feed mainly on 13-lined ground squirrels, pocket
gophers, and several species of mice (Errington, 1937; Snead and Hendrickson, 1942). Insects, birds and vegetation do occur in the diet but
vary seasonally. In an ongoing study at Buena Vista Collge, Lampe
found corn present in 10 stomach content samples from 17 badgers
which were examined in the autumn of 1976.
Excavations formed by badgers are important not only for their
predatory value but also as a source of shelter. Badgers can avoid
seasonal and daily temperature extremes by digging into the relatively
constant environment of sub-surface soil. Adults tend to consume most
of their larger prey items at either the tunnels dug at the site of capture
or at a nearby burrow. For young badgers, the natal burrow serves as a
refuge from an assortment of potential mammalian and avian predators.
Natal burrows may have several interconnecting passageways and
chambers (Lindzey, 1976).
To accomplish these frequent and sometimes extensive excavations,
badgers are superbly adapted and have sometimes been compared to
"steam shovels ". Their limbs are short but quite stout and powerful.
The front feet have five, long, curved claws, which are blunt and very
strong. These claws act as rakes to loosen the soil. The broadness of the
front feet provides a large area in contact with the soil, thereby enabling
rapid removal of the loosened soil. The hind foot is used to kick the
loosened soil away from the badger, thus producing spurts of flying soil
as the badger backs out of the excavation. After a glance around the
area, the badger walks back into the hole and begins to dig again.
Re-occurring episodes of backing-out and re-entry serve to remove the
soil from the hole and spread it in a fan-shaped mound outside the
entrance.
Although excavation of a deep burrow usually is required to capture a
pocket gopher or ground squirrel, badgers do not begin their predatory
efforts by digging such extensive holes (Lampe, 1976). Instead, the
ground surface is methodically investigated and numerous shallow holes
are dug. Based on such preliminary information, the badger selects one
area in which to invest its digging efforts. In Minnesota, Lampe (1976)
found badgers successfully captured pocket gophers in 73 percent of
their attempts.
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Mating occurs in late summer (Davis and Robertson, 1944; Wright,
1966 and 1969), and implantation is delayed until sometime between
December and February. Two to four young (Hall, 1946) are born in
March or April. During studies in Minnesota (Lampe, unpubl. manu.),
four litters of young were born to captive badgers during the last week
of March or the first week of April. Juvenile females may breed their
first year (Wright, 1966) but juvenile males do not breed the first
breeding season (Wright, 1969).
Home range size varies geographically and seasonally. In eastcentral Minnesota, Sargeant and Warner (1972) reported a total home
range of 850 hectares, but it decreased in size from summer to winter. A
home range of 1,700 hectares was observed (Lampe and Sovada, in
press) in the same region for a female studied from spring until fall.
Specific portions of the home range were utilized only during spring.
Lindzey (1971) reported that badgers on the Utab-Idaho border utilized
home ranges that varied in size from 210 to 627 hectares.
Current studies of movements and home range of badgers in northwestern Iowa are being conducted at Buena Vista College, Storm Lake,
Iowa. During the summer and fall of 1979, four badgers were captured
in steel leg-hold traps, tranquilized, fitted with a harness bearing a 163
mHz radio transmitter, and released at the point of capture. Locations
of these radio-marked individuals were obtained by plotting at least two
different locations obtained with directional antennae mounted atop a
pickup truck. When the bearings were plotted on a map, the point of
intersection of the lines was the estimated position of the animal. The
radio has a potential life ofnine months, and can produce a signal which
is receivable at 1½ miles when the badger is above ground, but only
several hundred feet when below ground.
During the summer of 1979, one female tracked during June utilized
an area of 316 hectares. Another observed during July and August had a
home range of757 hectares. The third badger, an adult male, was able to
get out of the harness one day after his release. A young female was
captured and instrumented in late November. Her movements during
December and early January involved 390 hectares.
No studies of badger home ranges have previously been conducted in
Iowa.
Badgers are active at night and occasionally during daylight. Individuals become progressively more inactive during late fall and are
inactive for prolonged periods during winter. During fall, they accumulate a thick layer of fat over their torso. This fat is used , during
winter when food is 12."enerallv inaccessible. Studies of winter activity
of captive badgers (Harlow, 1978) demon-strated that badgers avoid
extremely cold temperatures by remaining underground. Harlow
noted that during such cold periods!badl!ers lower hody temperature
and heart rate.
Though badgers are seidom seen, high school students can easily
develop profitable studies of badger excavations. Aside from Lampe
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(1976) and Hetlett (1968) no studies of badger excavations have been
conducted. This can involve measurement and mapping of burrows or
sites of predation. Information such as depth of hole, width of hole and
whether the hole penetrated a rodent burrow can provide data on the
volume of digging necessary to capture prey. Mapping may be done by a
triangulation method in which distance from two known points is measured and then plotted trigonometrically or graphically.
Abandoned burrows may be investigated and organisms found within
the burrow can be collected and identified. Burrows are often occupied
by insects, amphibians, reptiles and rodents. Platt (1975) identified
plants growing on badger mounds in Iowa and concluded that such
disturbances act as a refuge for many prairie plant species. No data on
burrow residents has been gathered but it appears likely that the
burrow environment may provide the same benefit for animals that the
mound creates for plants.
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